MESA FALLS SCENIC BYWAY
“Upper Mesa Falls is the largest undisturbed waterfall in the entire Columbia River system," according to the sign.
Once you're standing in the mist next to the roaring Henrys Fork of the Snake River, you believe it. The upper falls drops 114
feet and is an impressive 200 feet wide, pouring between 387 and 967 million gallons of water per day over basalt ledges.
This adventure takes in the sights along Mesa Falls Scenic Byway, a 28.7-mile section of the Yellowstone-Grand
Teton Loop. Here, massive spills of volcanic rock are cut with time and a liquid knife. Two million years ago, the Yellowstone
Hot Spot created huge volcanic eruptions beneath what is now the Island Park area in Idaho. About 1.3 million years ago,
one of these events spewed pale ash into the air, creating a layer many hundreds of feet deep. That ash, known as “Mesa
Falls Tuff,” has and aged into light-reflecting cliffs that form part of the backdrop for the waterfalls.
A dirt road used to lead from the Upper Mesa Falls parking area to a spot near the lower falls. This road is now
closed to vehicles, but it is still in use as a hiking trail. The loose rock around Lower Mesa Falls is dangerous, and only
experienced climbers and photographers should explore this wild approach. It's safer to view the lower falls from Grandview
Overlook, a signed turnout off Mesa Falls Scenic Byway. The overlook, and Grandview Campground, are about a mile south
of the upper falls.

Lower Mesa Falls drops 65 feet on the Henrys Fork of the Snake River. The river carves its way through old volcanic
flows in Idaho, not far from the border of Yellowstone National Park. Photo © Leland Howard, 2010

Upper Mesa Falls, also accessible from the Scenic Byway, is protected by boardwalks and viewing platforms.
Historic “Big Falls Inn” overlooks the river. The rustic building dates to 1904, and has been restored to serve visitors as an
information center.

Upper Mesa Falls is a liquid knife, cutting a 200-foot-wide swath through a wildly beautiful setting. It is one of only two large
waterfalls in Idaho that have never been harnessed for hydroelectric power, nor used for irrigation. Photo © Leland Howard, 2010

MESA FALLS SCENIC BYWAY
Approach Routes:
• From Idaho Falls: north on Highway 20 to Mesa Falls Scenic Byway.
• From West Yellowstone, Montana: west then south on Highway 20 to Mesa Falls Scenic Byway.
• From Jackson Hole, Wyoming: west on Highways 22 and 33 to Victor; north on 33 to Driggs and Tetonia; north from Tetonia
on Highway 32 to Highway 20; north on Highway 20 to Mesa Falls Scenic Byway.
You can approach the Byway from the southern end, at the town of Ashton; or from the northern end, at the signed
junction of Highway 20 and Mesa Falls Scenic Byway, near Harriman Park's main entrance, and about 19 miles north of
Ashton.
There are several campgrounds along the Byway; and many lodges and rental cabins on Highway 20, in Teton
Valley, and in West Yellowstone.
Gas is not available on the Byway, but there are plenty of towns nearby. Cell phone coverage is available in Ashton,
near Macks Inn, and in the town of West Yellowstone. Bear Gulch Snopark, east of Ashton, marks the spot where snowplows
stop clearing the Scenic Byway during the winter months, and the road becomes a groomed snow trail. Winter trips by
snowmobile or on cross-country skis are popular.

